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PART 1 INVASION


Non sane alias exercitatior magisque in ambiguo Britannia fuit

(Never before or since had Britain been in a more disturbed or critical condition)

Tacitus, Agricola 4






1

Agricola’s blade came up sharply, Noric steel glinting in the morning sunlight, meeting his opponent’s sword with bone-jarring force. The edges clashed and metal shrieked as they slid along one another until they broke free, Agricola’s blade whipping up into the air, his opponent’s drawing a narrow red line across his thigh. He grunted as he staggered away, looking down and then back up at the aggressor.

‘You cut me.’

‘I’ll bloody gut you if you don’t give me everything, Gnaeus. You’re still dropping your guard when you think you’ve got the edge. Concentrate. Always be aware of your opponent, watch his eyes, his hands, his feet, anticipate every possible move.’

‘According to you I’ll need at least six eyes to fight well.’

‘Yet I have only two and you’ve still to pass my guard.’

Breathing heavily, Gnaeus Julius Agricola stepped back a little more until he reached the colonnade that surrounded the peristyle. There, he leaned against a column and looked down at his sword. There was a small nick there, evidence of that last clash. He closed his eyes and sighed, thinking of the hours of polishing that lay ahead, working out that new imperfection. He could always use another sword of course, but he knew he wouldn’t. This was the blade his father, Graecinus, had used when he’d served his own time in the army and, if family legend was to be believed, was the same blade that had been borne by their ancestor when the Saluvii fought for the great Caesar and earned the family’s name with their grant of citizenship. In truth, he didn’t believe that tale one bit. Swords of this pattern weren’t in common usage back then, especially not by mid-ranking Gallic tribesmen. Likely his grandfather had commissioned the sword at the earliest, but his father had believed the tale, and so that made it important. A weapon to be treasured.

His gaze slid slowly up the gleaming blade to the guard of finely carved walnut and brass, the grip of bone in a hexagonal form, worn to shape by three or more generations of Julian hands, the pommel a perfect sphere of walnut. It was, in fact, entirely unremarkable, especially when compared with some of the decorative and expensive blades the young hopefuls of Rome wielded, but it was more than mere glamour. This was a soldier’s blade. A warrior’s weapon. His father had worn it as a young tribune in the war against Tacfarinas, and his grandfather against the Delmatae. It had drawn blood from the enemies of Rome for generations.

‘You’re daydreaming. Stop staring at your sword and come at me again. We’re going to keep practising this again and again until you pay attention and stop cocking it up.’

Agricola heaved himself out from the column with a grunt, sighing. ‘You sound like a veteran training officer, Gaius. You’re not. You’re only a year older than me.’

‘And I’ve spent that year with the Seventh Claudia, while you’ve been mooning about in Rome like a lovesick poet. Now come on. Attack me again.’

Gaius Suetonius Jovinus swung his sword in a wide circle twice and then planted his feet apart, hunched down a little, and crooked a beckoning finger at Agricola.

With a slight smile, the younger man took four steps forward, the last two at a jog, and threw his sword out from shoulder height, lancing towards his friend. Jovinus brought his own weapon up to parry the blow, and that was when Agricola stamped down hard on his extended foot. The two blades met again but this time there was no resistance, for as Agricola lifted his foot, Jovinus fell away, bellowing obscenities.

‘Now, now,’ the younger man grinned, taking a step towards him, ‘it doesn’t do to drop your guard. Always be aware of your opponent, watch his eyes, his hands, his feet…’

Jovinus rose like Neptune from the deep, face set with an angry grimace as he tottered momentarily on his painful foot. ‘Fighting dirty might be acceptable for slaves in the arena, but it’s hardly appropriate for men of distinction,’ he snapped.

‘If I find myself facing a seven-foot German warrior with an axe the size of a man, I’ll fight as dirty as I need to,’ Agricola laughed.

Jovinus levelled an accusatory finger at him, but before he could say whatever cutting remark had leapt to mind they heard the voice of Glyptos, the family’s chief house slave, calling them in for dinner. ‘After we eat, farm boy,’ Jovinus said, ‘we’re going to start all over again, and this time I’m going to leave you black and blue.’

Jovinus scowled again for a moment, but took in the enthusiastic sight of the younger man and shook his head, his irritation cycling back to his usual friendly smile, which Agricola returned. Few men could get away with calling Agricola ‘farm boy’, highlighting the cognomen his father had given him. Back at school in Massilia he’d broken three noses for that particular habit before people had learned to stop. But Jovinus was one of those privileged few who could do so without fear of reprisal. It was partly their long-standing friendship, their mutual respect, and, of course, partly that Jovinus’ father was one of the most celebrated military men in the empire right now.

Still, despite their easy friendship and near-equality, Jovinus walked quickly, making sure he was ahead. It was something Agricola had learned over his years of schooling among the Roman elite in Massilia, and even more so in their short time back in the capital: Rome was all about the pecking order. Jovinus was both older, if only by a year, and more important, if only because of his father’s current celebrity, and that meant he expected to be at the front of any social gathering. Agricola allowed him the conceit. His own family had risen fast and far, but neither fast enough nor far enough to shake off the faint trace of their provincial, agrarian origins.

With a smile still gracing his unmarked features, he followed Jovinus through the garden and into the atrium, seeking out the summer triclinium whence the voice had called, examining the surroundings once more as they walked. The gardens were well manicured, expensive and planted with an eye to flora that few in Rome possessed. And only someone who really knew such things would be able to see that despite the multi-hued and serene glory of the peristyle it was, in fact, comprised wholly of inexpensive parts. Their family was far from wealthy by Roman standards, and had been so since the day his father had been taken from them.

He tried not to dwell on that, instead focusing on the house as they passed into the atrium, the room still decorated rather garishly with its former owner’s mosaic of nymphs doing physically unlikely things to the sea god and his cronies. In one corner stood the cupboard still full of the family death-masks of the house’s previous occupant.

It had been a stroke of good fortune really, for the impoverished widow and her son moving back to Rome from the family estate in Forum Iulii. They had sought a modest town house, and been stunned by just how modest the options had been with the gold they felt they could spare. Then this prize had dropped into their laps, Agricola’s uncle the one to send hurried news of it their way. The bloated hedonist senator who owned the house had foolishly lampooned the emperor’s new poem at a formal dinner. Nero was not a man to take artistic criticism lightly, and the poor bastard was dead before the cock crowed. The emperor had been merciful and let the man’s family live, and so it was his widow who had sought to sell the place and leave the city as fast as her feet could carry her, before Nero changed his mind and had the whole family exiled to some barren atoll. She had willingly accepted a very low offer and fled Rome for provincial obscurity. Now, slowly, Agricola’s stoic, reserved mother was replacing the graphic and appalling décor of the place with something more in keeping with their own staid Gallic roots.

The atrium was next on her list, for she still made sure not to look at the floor as she passed.

Jovinus was considerably more traditional in his manner, and sniggered wickedly at some of the images underfoot as they passed through towards the dining room. Agricola rolled his eyes, stepping over a mosaic image of Priapus fondling his enormous appendage as they joined their elders for the meal. He straightened as he crossed the threshold, bolting to his face the rigid impassiveness of the Roman nobleman.

The banquet was already in progress, though only just. The room held a U-shape of three lines of tables laden with food of all varieties, surrounded by comfortable couches, each occupied by a man of note and his wife. Within the open space at the centre stood a wide marble table that bore a huge krater of mixed wine and water, slaves darting to and fro, serving drinks to the guests in expensive glasses. In an alcove still decorated with nymphs sporting pendulous breasts, a pair of slaves issued old Gallic melodies on a soft drum and a set of pipes.

Agricola moved towards his seat, nodding to his mother. In another world, one of imperial clemency, it would be his father sitting beside her at the head of the gathering. That world would never be, thanks to cruel men on thrones of gold. Instead, it was Agricola who made his way around to the couch that would have been occupied by the father he had never met, and sank to it, arranging his tunic carefully enough to hide the red line of Jovinus’ sword blow.

‘You reek of sweat, dear,’ his mother hissed. ‘If you must practise, you should keep such things to times when the result will not embarrass us. This is a very important occasion, you may recall.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ he replied, with exaggerated obedience. ‘Though I wonder whether the great general over there berates Jovinus for his own battle scent.’

‘Yes, well, Jovinus has nothing to prove.’ She gave him a withering look. ‘Besides, Jovinus is probably not bleeding liberally into his best tunic.’

‘A scratch. Watch him limp and you’ll see that my wound was bought and paid for in full.’

‘I am so grateful to have a son who prizes war above peace.’

‘Without war there would be no peace, Mother.’

Her eyes rolled again. ‘I paid good money for you to learn such things in Massilia?’

He chuckled. ‘Every man here values those sentiments. Is that not precisely why they are here?’

Her silence was all the confirmation he needed. It was so. The room was filled with men who had won glory and power under the eagle of Rome’s legions, bringing the light of a civilised empire to the dark corners of the world. It was the very reason for this dinner they could only afford by selling three of the slaves back in Forum Iulii. More than that, even. It was the entire reason they had abandoned his family’s heartland and returned to the viper-filled cesspit that was Rome. A huge outlay of money and a vast upheaval of family and home just in order to arrange one expensive night to petition these people.

‘I would secure a tribuneship anyway, you know?’ he murmured. ‘Even if I’d stayed with a friend in the city and we’d spent nothing.’

Without looking, she huffed, eyebrow arching dangerously. ‘You may have secured a place, but it would have been with some obscure provincial unit where the greatest chance of glory is building an aqueduct or playing honour guard for some barbarian chieftain. No. You are the son of Julius Graecinus, a true nobleman of Rome, heir to the name of Caesar, and you should be with the grandest of legions, earning a place in the heart of the empire. I will accept no less.’

With a nod of acceptance for all she had done for him, Agricola looked around the room again. He’d been to dinner parties with Rome’s elite only twice, and both had been the most awful engagements. The men had generally been purulent, avaricious politicians, trying to outdo one another in both word and deed, while the women had been harpies, shrieking calls at one another from behind their white-lead, mask-like faces. This gathering at least was different, as anyone who knew his brilliant, forthright, noble mother might expect. This room was filled with the earnest conversation of soldiers, and the polite chatter of ladies who were comfortable with that sort of man. Indeed, Agricola marvelled at the men his mother had managed to assemble for one dinner, the only event they could really afford without selling up entirely in Forum Iulii.

Two tables to his right sat Jovinus with his new bride, a voluptuous beauty with a sultry whisper, and on the couch in between, his friend’s father, the great Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, along with his wife, now entering her dotage and yet striking and witty. Few men in Rome could match Paulinus for reputation, with the exception of the famed general Corbulo, of course. Corbulo would not be attending, given that he was currently out in the east, cutting the Armenians and the Parthians into ribbons for the glory of the empire. But if there was one man whom Rome might currently hold in similar esteem to Corbulo it was Paulinus – and here he was, in pride of place at their banquet.

Off past Paulinus and Jovinus was the couch of the former general Vespasian, a jovial-looking fellow until you saw his eyes, which spoke of a man far too familiar with steel and death. Vespasian, like Paulinus, had been a colleague of Agricola’s father almost two decades ago. That he had agreed to attend should not really be a surprise. Eighteen years is a long time to maintain a family friendship after the pater familias has died, but men such as these had long memories and few true friends, and it was the memory of the quiet but capable Graecinus that drew them to this banquet more than it was money or food. That, and the eloquent request of his mother, of course, whom everyone respected.

Beyond Vespasian and his wife, Quintus Petillius Cerialis sat with his own spouse, Vespasian’s daughter. The man spoke infrequently, and when he did it was either an outlandish boast of military prowess or a cutting and insightful comment. Such was Cerialis: a genius and a fool combined in one unpredictable mind.

The other side of the room, past Mother, held an equal scattering of luminaries. Gnaeus Hosidius Geta, hero of the Mauri wars, the general who had joined Vespasian in the first landing in Britannia, former consul and well-known strategic genius. His wife was a tall, thin, elegant black woman who, rumour had it, had come all the way from Mauri lands with him.

Beyond Geta sat Gaius Caetronius Miccio, a war hero like the rest, but a man so old now that he seemed already half-mummified, and occasionally squinted as he put a hand to his ear to try to make out what was being said. It made Agricola smile to see the octogenarian’s wife beside him, a buxom beauty of no more than twenty summers, who clung to his arm with wide, devoted eyes.

Finally, at that far side sat the other great warrior of Rome to match Paulinus: Aulus Plautius, Claudius’ favoured general, conqueror of Britannia, or of its coast at least. He had been an associate of all the older men in the room in his time, and of Agricola’s father, and few men were as respected as he. The man’s wife was the picture of Romanitas, and both of them spoke only when they had something of value to say.

Quiet and intelligent guests all, so far removed from the normal Roman dinner party.

‘Do tell us,’ murmured a sing-song voice, ‘why you invited us all tonight.’

All eyes turned to Cerialis. As he took a glass of wine from a slave, his face bore a half-smile that suggested he knew the answer already.

‘Blast you, Quintus,’ barked Paulinus. ‘Can you not even accept a dinner invitation without pulling it apart to see what’s written beneath the wax? I’m aware there is a purpose, but can we at least enjoy ourselves first?’

‘Eh?’ asked the venerable Miccio, hand going to his ear as he swung from Cerialis to Paulinus.

‘I fear the answer is clear, given the presence of the youngest of the Julii,’ Aulus Plautius muttered, swilling wine in his glass as his eyes rose to Agricola.

‘The lady seeks a favour?’ Vespasian offered.

‘Eh?’ repeated Miccio, head snapping back and forth between speakers.

All eyes now fell upon Agricola, and then slid inevitably from him to his mother, Julia. She neither moved nor changed her expression as she spoke.

‘Our family has no patron, since the day Caligula took my husband from me. We have no clients, despite our respected history and our eminence. But what we do have is ties to your eminent selves. To the great men of Rome. You ask what favour I seek? I ask nothing for myself, nor for my poor, fallen husband. I seek only what is due to my son, who prepares for his first step on the ladder of public service. And now that you are gathered here, you will not deny him it, I know.’

There was a strange, pensive silence. His mother’s voice had taken on a hard edge at the end, like a sword, and it remained so as she continued. ‘You are Rome’s glorious, the conquerors, the heroes. But I will know any man who denies us now to be but a shadow of his reputation. You, Aulus Plautius. Where would you be without my husband’s father defending you in the basilica? Vespasian, whose appointment to the praetorship my husband sponsored? Paulinus? You, I know, owe a near miss on your life only to a timely word from my Graecinus. Each of you owes my family. And if it be that I must clear all those debts, I would call them in to see my son given a chance to fulfil his family duty.’

There was a strange silence again, as each man around that table recalled their connection with Julius Graecinus, rolling it over their tongue to see how the memory tasted.

Oddly, it was the ancient Miccio who broke the peace.

‘Say what you mean, Julia Procilla. You wish a favourable appointment for your son, for with the lyre-player on the throne, only those in a position of eminence might rise to the top.’

Beside him, his painted young wife drew a sharp breath. ‘Darling, you must not speak of the emperor so. He has ears everywhere.’

‘Then he must look a fucking fool,’ Miccio laughed in his ancient, scratchy voice. ‘Anyway, I am ten years past the boatman’s bell already, and every day is a bonus. I say what I think, and I do what I like, as you well know, my beauty,’ he grinned, giving her a pat on the behind.

To Agricola’s astonishment, the old man’s young wife blushed, which set Miccio to cackling.

‘It does not do in some regimes,’ Geta noted, ‘to rise to the top. From the top a man can fall a long way. There are fears already that Corbulo is being a little too successful for his own good.’

‘And so a man must strike a happy medium,’ Vespasian said, ‘between eminence and obscurity.’

‘Gentlemen, you are quite correct,’ Julia confirmed, ‘and the respected general is most astute. In the current, rather unpredictable, reign of our beloved emperor, it is good for a man to rise high enough to be honoured, and yet remain low enough not to be a threat. As such, I seek the advice, aid, and even patronage, of the great men whom my husband called friends and colleagues. You will help me?’ Not really a question, despite the way she said it.

Agricola held his breath. He’d said nothing throughout, holding his tongue carefully, for this was his career that they were discussing. His future. He was eighteen. In the coming days, he would either secure a place as a senior tribune among the legions of Rome and begin the climb that would take him to the dizzy heights of the cursus honorum, and perhaps even the consulship, or he would disappear into obscurity, never to rise again. A lot rode on the decision of these eminent men.

The first to speak, and a blow to his hopes, was the capricious Petillius Cerialis.

‘I’ll not take him, I’m afraid. I’m bound for Britannia, for the Ninth Hispana, as its legate. The Ninth has a reputation as an insular unit, and if I want them to accept me readily I will need to become one of them, rather than attempting to mould them into my force. If I bring my own officers, it will make that much more difficult. Sorry, my good lady, and in the future I will owe you a boon and see it out, but at this moment, to take your son would be to endanger my own position.’

A blow. A nasty one, too. Britannia was a troubled province, a place where names could be made and glory won. He glanced at his mother. She was nodding her stoic acceptance.

‘I can do little,’ Vespasian added. ‘I have been unpopular with our beloved emperor for some years, since that unfortunate incident at his recital. It has taken me everything I have to get my own son Titus appointed to the German legions, and I have no strings left to pull. Had I the option, I would, such is my respect for your departed Graecinus and the friendship we shared. And like Cerialis, I will hold in my heart your request. When times have changed and I have power to grant it, I will readily do so.’

Another blow, and a bad one. Still, Julia Procilla seemed to take it calmly, with a nod.

‘I have already granted a favour for a friend,’ ancient Miccio said with an air of resigned sadness. ‘I have a nephew commanding a legion in Aegyptus, and I have managed to place a friend’s son as their senior tribune. I can promise the very same for your young Gnaeus Agricola, but I can only do so when that appointment opens up once more in two years’ time. I know this helps you little now, young lady, but at least, if all avenues close, there will be something in his future.’

Agricola threw a thankful glance at the old man. It was something. Of course, in two years a lot could change and, without the income of a man of means, their family might once more be relegated to provincial obscurity. But at least the old man was willing to do something, even if only in the future.

‘I am in similar straits,’ Geta replied. ‘I am all but removed from the circles of such appointments these days. I may be able to be of help in due course, but not yet. Not yet.’

Agricola winced. Every door was closing, and they would not afford such a meal for a second tier of Roman heroes to try again. Not without selling the estates to which they may yet have to retire.

‘Father?’

His glance shot to Jovinus, who had spoken. His friend was looking to Suetonius Paulinus. The great man looked troubled.

‘No.’

‘Father, you have to. You will govern Britannia. Four legions, Father.’

Paulinus turned to look at Agricola. ‘It is difficult.’

‘Oh?’ his mother murmured conversationally. ‘How so?’

‘I have already granted every position of note to men I trust, for I am almost ready to depart.’ His eyes slid to Cerialis, whom he’d clearly already pulled strings to appoint to the Ninth. ‘I have four legions, but I have put men in command and in all the tribunate positions in each. I cannot change them without creating bad blood with someone who is already my client.’

There was a silence once more, broken eventually by Jovinus. ‘What of the Second? You said they were unimportant?’

Paulinus shot his son an irritated look, then turned to Agricola and his mother. ‘The Second are based in the south-west of the island. Since the day Vespasian resigned his command and left the island, the Second have really done nothing of note. They sit in Isca and monitor mining activity, occasionally kicking angry tribesmen. I will have a war of conquest while I govern Britannia: I will take the border north, but the Second will not be part of it. They will sit back in the south-west and keep the miners under control.’ He leaned
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